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Let the survey 

TAKE THE STRAIN

To comply with HSE stress
guidelines managers must
proactively identify work-related
stress. What, in practice, does
that mean? As we approach
European Safety and Health
Week, which has stress as its
focus, Dr Joe Jordan, who is
also speaking on the topic at the
SHE Solutions conference, offers
one approach. 

S
ince stress is a ubiquitous term
that has many different
meanings, it is critical that any
approach towards its
measurement is based on a

well recognised and scientifically
validated model of stress, and one that
gathers in a wide array of stress causes
and effects.

Kevin Bridges’ article on stress in May
2002’s SHP pointed out that HSE
guidelines on discharging statutory
duties associated with Regulation 3 of
the Management of Health and Safety at
Work Regulations 1999 meant that “An
employer has to identify proactively
causes of work-related stress, undertake
a generic and all-embracing risk
assessment, and implement measures
which, so far as is reasonably

practicable, prevent or control the risk of
physical and mental harm”. One way of
doing this is through a workplace stress
audit.

It is important to recognise some of
the basic science associated with
stress. For example, the difference
between a stressor and strain. Knowing
whether someone is stressed does not
automatically lead to knowledge about
the causes (stressors). These must also
be identified in an audit. This is
especially so when attempting to
conform to the HSE’s principle of
‘prevention’. Identifying the stressor and
in some way quantifying the magnitude
of the stressor is as critical as
measuring health outcomes so that
targeted and specific preventative
interventions can be put in place.

The stress response
Most modern approaches to stress use
the ‘Stressor-Strain’ approach to
understand workplace stress. When a
person describes him or herself as
stressed, usually he/she is referring to
the strain, the symptoms of stress –
difficulty concentrating, feeling fatigued
and constantly tired, lower motivation
and feeling less ‘job involved’,
sometimes sleeping badly and having
difficulties making decisions with
anything like his or her usual clarity.

Recognising stress in others is also
usually based on the strain that they are
showing. For instance, when a member
of your team is somehow not his or her
usual self, not showing their usual
enthusiasm for his or her work, looks
down and generally unwell. These are
early signs of stress and are based on
physiological changes within the body. 

A lot of organisational responses to
workplace stress deal with strain. Thus,
helping someone stressed takes the
form of occupational health
interventions; medical help, counselling
and advice on lifestyle. These are
tertiary interventions and are mainly
associated with the rehabilitation of
those who are suffering physically, in
some way or other, from workplace
stress.

Stressors, on the other hand, are what
the HSE is mostly interested in when it
provides guidance on stress prevention.
Identifying what causes stress and
eliminating or minimising the causes are
the most efficacious approaches
towards conforming to the 1999
regulations.
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The HSE has its own set of workplace
stressors (sometimes called
psychosocial hazards). These are:
• Poor management and organisational

culture.
• Too many demands of the job.
• Lack of control over work.
• Role uncertainty.
• Poor work relationships.
• Poor management of change.
• Lack of training and support and

failure to take account of individual
factors.

In the eye of the beholder
It is often the case that managers
confronted with a stressed member of
their team can’t figure out why others in
their team are not also suffering from
stress. The stress response is
dependent upon what Lazarus (1966)
described as ‘cognitive appraisal’. The
reaction of an individual depends on
how a person interprets or appraises
(consciously or unconsciously) the
significance of a harmful, threatening or
challenging event and whether one has
the resources to cope with it. A whole
range of different factors, including past
experiences and personality, influences
the appraisal. 

The reason cognitive appraisal is
important in understanding the causes
of stress and especially so in stress
auditing is because it means that stress
is in the eye of the beholder. Stress
auditing therefore needs to take into
account what the beholder believes to
be a threat and whether he or she
believes they can cope with the
situation. It is for this reason that
subjective evaluations of stress such as
those found in standardised stress
indicators are so successful in
identifying stress hotspots. Using third
parties to evaluate stressors runs the
risk of discounting the cognitive
appraisal process. Measurement of
stressors must be a measure of the
perception of a threat by the individual.

Stressor profiles
Identifying stressors can be undertaken
either quantitatively using a
standardised survey (see table 1 on
page 28) or qualitatively by interviewing
staff or running focus groups. Using
survey methodology, companies can
identify groups of staff that are
reporting higher than average levels of
strain, and identify the underlying
cause of this strain – the stressors.
Rehabilitation action can then be
initiated to deal with the strain, and
preventative action can concentrate on
the stressors.

Here are a number of stressor
profiles from a survey-based stress
audit using ASSET (see figure 1)
recently undertaken at a UK
organisation. The overall stressor
profile for the sample as a whole shows
sources of pressure as being:

• pay and benefits;
• your job;
• resources and communication;
• control;
• job security and change;
• overload;
• work life balance;
• work relationships.
Typical responses related to this

included, on job security and change:
• my job is insecure;
• my job is likely to change in the

future;
• my skills may become redundant in

the near future.
For overload responses included:
• the technology in my job has

overloaded me;
• I am set unrealistic deadlines;
• I am given an unmanageable

workload.
The profile shows that on six of the
eight stressor factors that were
measured, the sample as a whole
reports a lower level of perceived
pressure. On two of the factors, work
overload and job security and change,
the sample reports higher levels of

perceived pressure. In other words,
compared to a cross section of UK
employees, this sample perceives these
two factors as the major cause of their
pressure.

The analysis in figure 2 shows clearly
that job insecurity or the threat of
redundancy is not the source of
pressure for this sample. The source is
the problem of job change and the
threat of skill redundancy. The figure
also shows the prospective interventions
that would target this particular stressor.
This is where the principle of stress
prevention can really start to take shape.
Training in the form of skills training and
continuing professional development
can be introduced in a systematic way,
using a personal development plan
process. Training in coping with change
can be introduced, and some extra
effort can be put into the corporate
communication processes that are used
to inform staff about future changes that
are being envisioned.

The value of a survey-based stress
audit is that it allows the opportunity to
drill down to very small sample sizes.
Depending on the demographics used in
the survey, groups as small as a dozen
can be reported on. Another benefit is
that the survey can be used year on
year to measure changes in people’s
perceptions of stressors. Post
intervention measurement can be done
across the whole sample, or only in
those areas that were highlighted
previously and where interventions have
been concluded.

“Most modern approaches to
stress use the ‘Stressor-
Strain’ approach to
understand workplace stress”

ASSET incorporates modern work-place stressors into a stressor-strain model of stress, measuring the
perceived threat of each stressor, and any strain outcomes in the form of mental strain and stress-
related physical ill-health. It also measures lifestyle indicators. The measure has been developed by
Prof. Cary Cooper and Robertson Cooper Ltd. It has been standardised and validated using a large
sample of public and private sector organisations in the UK.

Figure 1: The ASSET Model of Stress
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Comparisons 
There are essentially two ways in which
company survey data can be
understood. Departments within the
company can be compared, or other
demographic groups with each other.
For example, the departments reporting
highest and lowest on any particular
stressor can be assessed. This will
highlight the areas of low pressure and
the areas of high pressure. The other
way of understanding the data is to
undertake normative comparisons. Here,
the company data is compared with a
normative benchmark, such as average
scores for other companies in the same
sector. Benchmarking with normative
data deals with the question many
managers have about the sources of
pressure of their own employees
compared to those doing similar jobs in
other companies.

Normative comparisons are common
in the field of psychometrics. Since
stress is a psychological phenomenon
(albeit with a clear physical component)
it is essential that scores on a stress
survey can be linked with the typical
scores one would find generally in the
UK working population. In this way, we
can say with far more certainty whether
a set of scores on the stressor profile for
a particular company is problematic or
not.

An additional benefit for stress
practitioners of collecting normative
data is that changes in stressor profiles
can be tracked over time within certain
occupations or within certain industrial
sectors. For example, using the same
stressor factor shown in figure 2, we
have seen a shift in emphasis in the
stressors from the threat of job

insecurity within the private sector to the
threat of skill redundancy in the public
sector as we have collected more and
more public sector data.

Best practice model 
It is not always the case that stressors
lead to strain. In other words, in some of
our survey work we find people
reporting high levels of pressure on a
variety of stressor factors, but they are
also reporting average scores on the
mental strain and physical ill-health
factors. Usually this is because of
people’s ability to absorb and cope with
pressure. These people have proactive
personal coping styles that help them to
manage their stress and/or they live
healthy lifestyles that inoculate them
against the pressure. Their stressors are
not yet having a detrimental or adverse
impact on their health and well-being.

Many companies take active steps to

facilitate people in building up these
inoculating behaviours, by providing,
among others, training in stress
management, well-being programmes,
and in providing facilities for physical
exercise. Such interventions are usually
described as secondary interventions
and are designed to help people deal
with stressors that can only be

minimised or in some cases cannot be
prevented at all. We have been working
with the HSE on a project called
‘Beacons of Excellence in Stress
Prevention’ which suggested those
organisations that operate best practice
principles in stress prevention take
active steps at all three intervention
levels:
• Primary intervention level – Eliminating

or minimising the causes of stress
through stress risk assessment,
targeted intervention, and evaluation
of intervention success.

• Secondary intervention level – Helping
people to improve their stress coping
skills for stressors that cannot be
eliminated and for the stresses of
normal every day working life through
training in stress management and
offering other forms of coping
support.

• Tertiary intervention level –
Rehabilitating people who have or are
unable to cope with the stress of their
work through EAP programmes, and
occupational health services.

Survey methodology
Survey methodology can overcome
some of the difficulties associated with a
manager-dependent process where the
identification of psychosocial risk is left
to the manager to first of all identify,
assess the level of risk concerned and
then to decide appropriate management
action.

Although this will deal with many of
the stressors, it will almost certainly not
deal with one of the most pernicious of
workplace stressors – that of a poor
manager. By definition, a manager
dependent activity designed to identify

“Stress auditing needs to
take into account what the
beholder believes to be a
threat and whether he or she
believes they can cope”

Figure 2: Analysis to identify stressors – the causes of strain  



28 T H E  S A F E T Y  &  H E A LT H  P R A C T I T I O N E R O C T O B E R 2 0 0 2

STRESS SHP www.shpmags.com

psychosocial risks associated with
having a poor manager will not work as
a preventative tool. Stress associated
with having a poor manager will mostly
end up with absence and/or attrition.

Undertaking a survey-based audit
takes the manager out of the audit
process. Although this may cause
consternation for some managers, and
for others, it will be of major concern,
nevertheless, it is the most direct
method for accessing people’s views
and perceptions about their workplace
stressors. In practical terms, it will
inevitably highlight areas in the company
where there are high levels of stress. At
best, it will identify areas of the
company where a stress problem is
known about at an implicit level, but
where, at an explicit level there are
major emotional and/or political barriers
towards doing anything about it. The
results of a stress audit provide an
evidence-based need for action.

Will it make a difference?
Stress auditing methodology will very
often meet with resistance among
managers who may fear that it will open
up a can of worms without delivering
any significant improvements in stress
levels. The extent to which any
significant improvements are achieved is
dependent entirely upon the post-
auditing activity that is undertaken.
Many of the organisations that I have
worked with never undertake an audit
without giving a wholehearted
commitment to acting on the results,
and this commitment and subsequent
action planning not only improves the
quality of working lives of staff but also
helps to insulate the company from
litigation. 

Gaining the commitment from
managers to act on the results of the
audit is the most beneficial way of
dealing with concerns such as “What if I
don’t like the audit results?”, “How
much of the information should I share
with my staff?”, “Will it make any
difference?”. Those who commit to
post-audit action planning need to share
the results with their staff, and have the
opportunity to say “whatever the results,
my concern is about making things
better”.

One of the best ways of delivering
results is to work at three levels. The first
level is to put in place a corporate action
plan that includes reviewing the
necessary changes that are required at a
corporate level. This may include, for
example, introducing or expanding the
portfolio of training courses available to
staff, introducing or expanding corporate
health promotion activities, introducing a
mental health policy and ensuring that
secondary and tertiary stress provisions
are in place (counselling, occupational
health provision and EAP provision, etc).

The second level is to require
departmental heads to compile an action

plan to tackle the sources of pressure in
their particular work groups. Such plans
are driven by the stressor profiles, and
can include interventions aimed at work-
life balance improvements, workflow
planning activities, team-building
activities, job redesign, performance
management improvements, specific
staff training, and so on.

The third level is to require staff
themselves to take ownership of their
own workplace stress. Companies and
company management cannot and
indeed should not have to be
responsible for the whole vista of a
person’s life pressures. Improving stress
levels through lifestyle changes and
improved personal exercise regimes by
staff will complement organisational
efforts to deal with the underlying
stressors. It is important to reinforce the
message that stress management is a
partnership between the company and
its management and the staff.

Summary
I define stress as “. . .the adverse
reaction you have to excessive pressure
when this pressure exceeds your ability
to cope”. Although this definition is
straightforward, people use the term in
many different ways. It is important
therefore that any measurement of
stress uses a well recognised and well
validated model of stress. Most theorists
use the ‘Stressor-Strain’ model of stress
to differentiate between the cause of
stress and the symptoms of stress.

Survey methodology based on a
validated model of stress using well
recognised sources and symptoms of
stress adds value by highlighting not
just whether staff are suffering the
symptoms of stress which in itself will
inform tertiary interventions such as
counselling and other occupational
health interventions, but also highlights
the causes of stress by identifying the
stressors. In this way, the principle of
‘prevention’ can be applied by linking
stressors with appropriate counter
measures. It will also highlight the need
for secondary interventions for those
staff that are exposed to daily stressors
that cannot be eliminated. 
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1. Gain buy-in
• A stress audit will provide necessary evidence for

the company board by highlighting hotspots and
informing intervention activities.

• Having an audit champion helps to give the audit
impetus and momentum. A CEO, HR Director or
Chief Occupational Physician as a champion will
help to improve response rates and ensure that
the audit and subsequent preventative work
stays ‘on the agenda’ at senior level.

• An audit raises expectations among staff that
preventative work will be undertaken. It is
important to ensure that board commitment for
post-audit action is established.

• Present the pros and cons of the approach to
staff representative groups and union reps.

2. Decide on the sample
• Surveying the whole company is the most cost

efficient and inclusive approach. It also usually
ensures there is a sufficient number of cases in
each demographic grouping to provide
meaningful analysis and reporting of the results.

• Sampling is an alternative to surveying the whole
company. Surveying just a sample of staff from
across the whole company needs to be carefully
managed to ensure the sample is a fair
representation.

• Sampling sizes depend on company size and
organisational complexity.

• Auditing staff only in known hotspots is a
possibility.

3. Plan the demographics
• Demographics such as job role, seniority levels,

geographical location, age, gender, etc are the
basis of analysis. It is easy to overlook a key
demographic and once the survey has been
delivered there is no turning back. These must
be rigorously planned.

4. Initiate corporate communication to
improve response rates

• Undertake wide ranging advertising activities.
• Covering letter signed by the audit champion.

5. Delivery system
• Will it be a paper and pencil approach or

electronic using intranet or web-based systems?
• Contracting out to an external service provider

usually provides greater confidence in the
confidentiality of the data and usually improves
response rates.

6. Undertake feedback sessions
• Plan the feedback – who should be involved in

feedback sessions, how will feedback be
delivered, at what level of detail should feedback
be presented.

• Best practice is to ensure all staff have access to
at least a corporate overview of the results for
their work group.

Table 1 – Conducting a stress risk assessment
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